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Developing and Implementing
Family Literacy Bags in the Classroom
BY KATHLEEN PLOND
I want my kindergarten students to be reading at home because research shows that family literacy plays
an important role is children's school-based literacy achievement and that bridging home-school literacy
practices can have a positive impact on students' reading and writing growth (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott
& Wilkinson, I.A.G., 1985; Chance & Sheneman, 2012; Edwards, 1995; Hammack, Foote, Garretson, &
Thompson, 2012; Paratore, 1995; and Wasik, 2012). I've tried sending reading logs home, but so many times
they are returned with nothing on them or times that have been written in, but not actually read. I've had
students tell me that they don't have a book at home to read. So what can I do? How can I get books into my
students' hands and at the same time ensure that they are going to read? Families want to help their children
to become successful readers. Often families are unsure how to accomplish this; parents want to help, but are
unsure of how to help. So, how can we are educators, help our families become more school literate? To be
sure there are many ways we can help our families. One way to do this is through the use of Family Literacy
Bags.

What Are Family Literacy Bags?
It's simple really, a bag of books with activities to
go home with your students. You can choose to buy
pre-made activities to go with a set of books or you
can make your own activities. I have found that I
prefer to make my own activities for several reasons:
1) many of the pre-made activities require a certain
group of books; 2) the activities are either too simple
or too challenging for my students; and 3) they often
don't cover the concepts that I want to be covered

Developing Family Literacy Bags
I begin by thinking about my students and what
they will need to know. I think about what they are
interested in and what topics I need to teach my
students. I also think about common characters or
authors. Next, I decide on a topic or theme for a bag.
Once I've decided on a theme, I decide which books I
am going to use. I may do an Internet search on the
topic using the search terms "family literacy bags"
to see what others have done with the theme and
what books they have used. As I do this, I keep in
mind that I don't need to reinvent the wheel and that
I have an almost non-existent budget to purchase
books for my classroom. Therefore, I'm looking for
activities that I can either download for free or easily
replicate. Since I know that there will be times that
these books will not make their way back into the
bag and back to our classroom, I look for books that
I wouldn't mind if they disappeared; for me, this
means a used book. I shop my basement, easy for me
to do since my children are grown. After that I shop
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the used bookstores, garage sales, or the ongoing
book sale at my local library. I'm looking for at least
two books that will go with the topic theme.
For example, I decide to focus on a theme of snow, so
I choose two books, one fiction the other nonfiction:
The Snowy Day by Ezra Jack Kets (Puffin, 1976)
and The Snow is Falling by Franklyn M. Branley
(HarperCollins, 2000). I begin by reading the books
to myself and thinking about questions families can
ask their children to engage them in the text. I jot
these questions down and then think about what
kinds of activities families can do to further enrich
the reading experience. As I read The Snowy Day,
I notice the language, "crunch, crunch, crunch"
and I think about the tracks that Peter, the main
character, is making in the snow. I love how Peter
tries to bring a snowball into the house and save it
in his coat pocket. I want my students to think about
what happened to the snowball, so I'll need to work
that into the
activities.
Next I read
The Snow
is Falling.
Once again
I notice the
language. Will
my students
know what
a lawn is?
Or will they
CALDECOT:
AWABDBOO
just know the
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have something. After all, glue in my own house is a
rare commodity. I try to supply a variety of activities
for the families to work on. I also have different
levels. For example, a phonics game may focus on
beginning letter sounds in words or ending sounds.
Quick and Easy activities include:

by Franklyn M. Branley

•

illustrated by Holly Keller

word yard? The author talks about water vapor-will
parents know what that is or will they need an
explanation to help them talk about it with their
children? I have many ideas running through my
mind, most of them are extension activities.
Now I'm ready to begin putting my bag together. I
have a standard family letter that I use for all of my
bags, but I tweak it for the bag in order to support
families in engaging their children in those particular
texts. The letter contains the basic information for
all of the bags, including when to return the bag, the
contents of the bag, and a note asking families to let
me know if something gets misplaced or used up. I
place the family letter in a sheet protector and place
it into a portfolio with fasteners, along with a list of
questions for parents to ask children as they read.
Since the snow-themed bag has two books, I make
sure that I separate the questions by book. I also
include "What to think about" questions designed to
encourage richer thinking by the child. An example
might be, "What happened to the snowball that Peter
put in his pocket?" Then, I make a sheet of extension
activities to stay at home with families. I also include
an evaluation letter that is optional. Finally, I put the
folder with all the directions into the bag. The books
and all the supplies needed also go into the bag.
The bag is now ready to go out and be used. I like to
include two types of activities for families: Quick and
Easy and Extension Activities.

•
•

Phonics games
Writing activities, including writing prompts

•

Math activities

•
•

Drawing
Questions to talk about

For my Quick and Easy activities for the snowthemed bag I make a list of questions for parents to
discuss with their child. Among them are:
•

"What happened to Peter's snowball after he
put it into his pocket?"

•

"What do you like to do during the winter?"

Activities for the snow books include:
•

Use the construction paper provided to make
a snowman.

•

Practice walking like Peter did, with your toes
pointed out and then with your toes pointed
in.

At the back of Snow is Falling are two science
experiments. I provide the material and the
thermometers to complete the first experiment. The
second experiment will be an Extension Activity. I
also provide paper so that the students can write
about the results of the first experiment.

Extension Activities
The Extension Activities are activities that will
take longer and are ones for which I do supply the
materials. These activities also include websites and
additional books to read. I tell my families that the
extension activities do not have to cost them money.
Extension Activities include:
•

Places to go: museums, planetariums, zoo,
library

•

Cooking activities

•

Websites to visit

Quick and Easy Activities

•

YouTube videos

I will include in my bag everything that is needed for
Quick and Easy Activities. When I say everything, I
mean everything. I never assume that a family will

•

Videos to watch

•

Additional books to read
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Extension activities that I include in the snowthemed bag include the second experiment in the
back of the non -fiction book. I include a list of fun
activities that families can do in the wintertime, such
as making hot chocolate, snowmen and snow angels.
Often times I will include additional resources. These
may include videos to watch, websites to visit, and
other books to read. For this bag, there is a page at
the back of the non-fiction book that I will use for
additional resources.

Implementing Family
Literacy Bags
About a month into the school year is when I begin
implementing the bags. By this time I know what
a typical week is going to be like and decide when
I want the bags to go home and when I want them
returned. I need to make sure that I have enough
time to refill the bags as needed. By this time in the
school year, I've gotten to know my students and
their families, and I have a pretty good idea who
is going to be responsible and who will need more
guidance. I haven't used permission slips, but that
may be something teachers would want to consider,
along with a replacement fee if the bag is lost.
I make a spreadsheet of all of the students in my
class and the bags. I have learned that I can handle
sending only 3-5 bags out in any given week. I
give the first five bags out to the first five children
alphabetically in the class list. The next week I go to
the next five children; I continue in this manner until
everyone has had a turn with each bag. I then move
to the next set of bags. If a child does not return a
bag, he or she will not be able to take a bag the next
time; this has almost always prevented a child from
losing a bag.
Things teachers should consider in establishing
classroom routines and procedures for Family
Literacy Bags include:
•

When do the bags go out and when are they to
be returned?

•

Do you need to get permission slips?

•

How many bags are going to go out in any
given week?

•
•

Where are you going to store unused bags?
How are you going to decide who gets a bag?

•

Are you going to make or purchase items?
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Before implementing Family Literacy Bags in my
classroom, I invite families to come learn about how
we are going to use Family Literacy Bags. I have
a Power Point presentation to show them in which
I tell them about the bags, how we are going to
use them, and the system for bags going home and
coming back to school. I show families a bag and talk
them through it, showing them the parent letter,
the variety of activities, and the evaluation. I let
parents know that if a bag is not returned, their child
will not be allowed to take another bag home until
it is returned. I ask parents to let me know if they
misplaced an item, lost a piece, or if a supply needs to
be replaced. I then begin sending the bags home and
families begin enjoying them.

Teacher Resources for Learning
More About Family Literacy Bags
For more ideas on choosing books and themes/topics
for Family Literacy Bags, see Reading Rockets' article
Reading Adventure Packs for Families available at
http://www.readingrockets.org/article/27935/, which
includes links to materials for bags on topics such
as folktales, stars, and animals, as well as ideas for
specific books, like the classics Where the Wild Things
Are (Sendak, 1988) and Green Eggs and Ham (Dr.
Seuss, 1960).
The California Association for the Education of
Young Children (CAEYC), a state-level chapter of
the National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC), has more examples of ideas
for book choices, enrichment activities, and letters
to families at http://caeyc.org/main/caeyc/pdfs/
conference/handouts/2008/ storybag2008. pdf.
Raising Readers, a nonprofit organization in Maine
that promotes family literacy, has teamed up with the
Maine Family Literacy Initiative to create "Literacy
Explorer Kits"-detailed guides that families can
use to engage in playful literacy activities related
to read-aloud books. The kits are available at http://
raisingreaders.org/resource/d/77283/ Literacy_
Explorer_Kit_Dino_PetsV2.pdf.

Kathleen Plond holds a master's in literacy education
and is a kindergarten teacher at Washington Parks
Academy in Redford, Michigan.
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